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INTRODUCTION: STUDENTS’ EXPERIENCES WITH THE RESEARCH PAPER
In many post-secondary settings, students are not only expected to become knowledgeable within a specific area of study,
but in addition, to acquire a variety of transferrable skills, including those that correspond to information literacy (IL) and writing.
Often, such abilities are associated with the creation of research papers. Known as a “stable, one-size-fits-all genre” the research
paper is usually thought of as an assignment that can be easily replicated across various disciplines (Bean, 2011, p.227). This
assumption indicates that neither the context of the course nor the skills required to complete the assignment would vary from one
class to the next, discouraging students from recognizing research and writing as complex and engaging processes that are modified
depending on the context and purpose of the assignment. Instead, the value of these skillsets and the time and precision it takes to
develop them are simplified.
Such assignments also have an impact on the assistance provided by librarians and writing instructors. While librarians
and writing instructors strive to be effective supports for students, they are often absent from the assignment design process. Though
they sometimes teach in the classroom, such opportunities vary greatly, and are usually contingent on factors such as the course
instructor’s timeframe, objectives for the course, and ultimately, an assessment of whether they consider such resources appropriate.
According to Bean (2011), many course instructors, while good intentioned, “mistakenly assume that the research skills introduced
in first-year composition transfer directly into new contexts” (p. 228). In such cases, offering additional research and writing
assistance would not make much sense.
Although the research paper is one of the most common assignments in higher education, its format presents a variety of
challenges for undergraduate students. For those accustomed to the research paper structure, producing such assignments on a
frequent basis can become mundane and repetitive, running the risk of leaving students disengaged and overconfident. Drawing on
this idea, Twenge, Campbell and Gentile (2010) emphasize that college students are more self-assured than ever before, ranking
themselves as “above average” in areas such as academic ability, drive to achieve, and writing skills in a 2009 survey (p. 415).
Conversely, those lacking the requirements to complete these tasks effectively may find such assignments incredibly
stressful. According to Wynaden, Wichmann and Murray depression in college students has become increasingly prevalent, resulting
from pressure to succeed academically (as cited in McAllum, 2016). Even though students may recognize a need for additional
support, research indicates that they are often too afraid or embarrassed to seek a librarian’s assistance (Robinson & Reid, 2007).
In recognizing the limitations of the research paper, this article highlights scaffolding as an alternative form of assignment
design. Authors will provide insight on sharing this model with course instructors in a collaborative workshop setting, drawing on
the benefits and challenges of the model, as well as the workshop itself.
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WHAT IS SCAFFOLDING?
Scaffolding is an instructional strategy that addresses the contextual nature of academic writing as well as the understanding
that not all first and second year students have acquired the skills and confidence to tackle a research paper.
Recognizing the “stressed, grade-obsessed” nature of today’s students, McGlynn, as well as Meister and Willyerd,
recommend techniques such as introducing “specific measurable goals,” creating “smaller assignments with lower stakes” and
offering “frequent feedback,” all of which are aspects of a scaffolded method of assignment design (as cited in McAllum, 2016, p.
364). In our workshop, scaffolding is understood as a process in which course instructors guide students through a series of IL and
writing assignments toward the goals of a course. Assignments in the series are low-stakes and focused, giving students practice in
fundamental IL, critical reading, and writing skills. Feedback on assignments is key to our understanding of the scaffolding process.
Through practice and feedback, students move deeper in their thinking and in the IL and writing process. (See Puntambekar &
Hübscher, 2005, for a discussion of the important role of teachers and instructors in the scaffolding process.)
Just as scaffolds allow builders eventually to reach the highest point of a building, scaffolded assignments facilitate critical
thinking and support students in building a depth of understanding that may not have been possible without the structure and ongoing
support provided by the course instructor.
At our own institution, we see instructors of first and second year undergraduate courses scaffolding assignments in two
main ways. Some scaffold by creating a series of assignments that break the writing process into steps that lead to a major paper.
Odom and Helfers (2016) refer to this type of assignment design as “disaggregating” the paper “into smaller components” (p. 553).
Alternatively, some course instructors at our university choose to recycle versions of an assignment multiple times throughout a
course, reusing the same set of base questions with different readings. This type of assignment falls into Bean’s (2011) category of
“microthemes,” designed to help solidify learning of key course concepts (pp. 111-115). As with the “disaggregated” assignments,
these assignments tend to be low-stakes and provide multiple opportunities for feedback. Repeated practice with feedback from the
course instructor introduces students to the key questions and concepts within specific disciplines.

SCAFFOLDING AS A COLLABORATIVE PROCESS
Regardless of the type of scaffolding applied, there is value in making this form of assignment design a collaborative
process, involving librarians, writing instructors and course instructors, all of whom are equally invested in students’ learning
outcomes. Although the specific responsibilities of librarians and writing instructors may vary, there are a couple key areas where
their input could be especially helpful when applying a scaffolded method of assignment design.
Appointments provide an opportunity to develop meaningful relationships with students, and help them advance their
knowledge of IL and writing beyond the classroom environment. As a result of such encounters, especially when applied over
multiple years of service, certain trends become apparent to librarians and writing instructors that course instructors may not be
aware of firsthand. By closely observing students’ work and responding to their questions in one-on-one or small group settings,
librarians and writing instructors can offer anecdotal feedback to the assignment design process, taking students’ strengths and
challenges into consideration when scaffolding.
In examining the Association of College and Research Libraries’ (ACRL) Framework for Information Literacy for Higher
Education, there is also a clear connection to scaffolding. In describing the Framework, ACRL (2016) explains that it is intended to
be “flexible for integration” and included “throughout students’ academic careers...converging with other academic and social
learning goals.” As an instructional resource, the Framework makes it easier for course instructors to recognize connections between
IL skills, writing skills and course content. It also helps to demonstrate that librarians have a practical and relevant role in students’
learning experiences. Together, librarians and course instructors can use the Framework to identify specific goals for students and
develop teaching and learning activities that encourage them to progress over time.
Breaking assignments into smaller, more manageable pieces creates opportunities for IL and writing to be explored and
understood gradually by students. It also allows for critical skills in these areas to be developed throughout the entire duration of a
course, rather than a single paper. By emphasizing the value of IL and writing with a course instructor’s support, this method could
help strengthen relationships with faculty, and establish librarians and writing instructors as partners in assignment creation, in
addition to helping students succeed academically.
In thinking through the concept of scaffolding, discussing this idea further seemed like a natural and necessary fit.
Presenting an alternative approach to the traditional research paper, we decided to engage faculty at a grassroots level, facilitating a
workshop that focused on a scaffolded method of assignment design.
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FACILITATING THE WORKSHOP: “SCAFFOLDING IN RESEARCH AND WRITING - DESIGNING ASSIGNMENTS
FOR 1ST AND 2ND YEAR STUDENTS”
To date, the workshop has been offered twice (Spring 2017 and Spring 2018) through our university’s Centre for the
Advancement of Teaching and Learning. The Centre is a key unit on our campus supporting development of classroom teaching
practices for faculty and graduate students. Staff at the Centre promoted and organized our two-hour workshop, “Scaffolding in
Research and Writing - Designing Assignments for 1st and 2nd Year Students.”
Objectives for participants in the workshop include:
•
•
•
•

Being able to explain the concept of scaffolding and how scaffolded IL and writing assignments support 1st and 2nd year
student learning
Being able to describe two approaches to scaffolded assignments and understanding how each approach supports different
aspects of IL and writing
Having an opportunity to share ideas about assignment design based on participant experiences
Having time to consider how they might revise assignments in their classes.

The session begins with open-ended questions to understand the participants’ priorities for their undergraduate students in relation
to IL and writing. Discussion questions include the following:
•
•
•

What are the critical skills involved in research and writing for undergraduate students?
With which skills do your students struggle?
Which skills do you address through instruction?

This discussion provides key points to which we return throughout the workshop.
We then shift the conversation slightly to look at IL, writing, and the student experience. As discussed earlier in this paper,
this includes the overconfidence of some students about their research and writing skills as well as the hesitancy to reach out for
support. In addition, based on evidence from the literature and our own experience, we highlight the idea that students want their
course instructors to make their learning and development a priority (Frisby & Myers as cited in Frey & Tatum, 2016).
After the opening discussion, we briefly present our two key concepts: the ACRL IL Framework (ACRL, 2016) and
definitions of scaffolding. Definitions of scaffolding include an early definition from Wood, Bruner, and Ross (1976) and our
working definition based on more current pedagogical literature (for example, Bean, 2011; Mackiewicz & Thompson, 2015;
Puntambekar & Hübscher, 2005). Our definition emphasizes that scaffolding involves:
•
•
•

Reducing the cognitive burden within a task
Providing multiple opportunities for the learner to develop particular competences
Providing feedback throughout the process

In the final section of the workshop, examples of scaffolded assignments are presented and discussed. A few of the
examples are drawn from the literature; however, the examples that generate the most discussion come from teaching colleagues at
our university with whom we have worked closely. Through this section of the presentation, several points become clear, especially
the extent to which larger assignments can be broken down so that students focus on specific aspects of IL and the way scaffolded
assignments can immerse students in key course concepts.
The main barrier to scaffolding assignments that has emerged in the discussion is the grading load for course instructors
with large class sizes. In these classes, providing feedback on multiple pieces is not a reasonable expectation. We address this concern
in two ways. First, the examples of scaffolded assignments that we bring come from classes with 60 to 200 students. Second, we
refer participants to a short article by Graves (n.d.) called “Teaching Writing in Large Classes.” Based on the work of Bean (2011),
Graves provides a brief summary of exploratory writing tasks that introduce writing and active learning into the classroom and that
can be graded quickly. These short writing assignments can work as a first step in bringing scaffolded writing assignments into the
classroom.

OBSERVATIONS FROM THE WORKSHOP
While we identified several benefits in the scaffolding workshop, participants seemed to especially value the opportunities
for open discussion. Finding time to have conversations about teaching can often be difficult, given the hectic nature of the fall and
winter terms, and the additional responsibilities within a course instructor’s workload. Furthermore, since the scaffolding workshop
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is open to all course instructors, the participants, and the knowledge they contribute, can be extremely diverse. They represent a
range of subject areas, and also differ from one another in the size and frequency of their classes, the content they teach, and their
years of practice. It is unlikely that these participants would encounter one another regularly, let alone with the intention of talking
about scaffolded assignments.
As facilitators, we found that the variation among participants’ teaching backgrounds made this session tougher to prepare
for in advance, and less predictable in its execution. However, the conversations during the workshop helped everyone to develop a
clearer understanding of what scaffolding may look like across our campus community, and respond collectively to the challenges
created by factors such as number of students and time frame.
Although the workshop was initially framed to offer a basic introduction to scaffolding, some of the participants were
previously familiar with this technique. Having already incorporated this strategy into their assignments, they chose to attend the
workshop in the hopes of building on their current practices, and improving on what they had already created. While we did not
anticipate working with participants at a more advanced level, the diversity of the participants’ teaching experiences helped to
cultivate unforeseen learning opportunities throughout the session. For example, course instructors who were more experienced with
scaffolding were able to respond to very specific questions from participants who had not yet tried this technique.
Finally, we believe that the scaffolding workshop helped participants gain a better understanding regarding the roles of
librarians and writing instructors, realizing that these supports can provide a valuable contribution to the assignment design process.
It also prompted course instructors to consider how critical IL and writing skills can be integrated within scaffolded assignments in
ways that are practical and achievable. In facilitating this session, we had opportunities to learn from various course instructors, and
consider how participants’ experiences in teaching may affect IL and writing services. Going forward, we would like to continue
working with faculty to discuss scaffolding more consistently, and in new collaborative settings.

MOVING FORWARD WITH SCAFFOLDING
At the end of the Spring 2018 scaffolding workshop, participants were invited to register for a follow-up session in which
they could share a scaffolded assignment they have tried or would like to try, and receive feedback from a librarian, writing instructor,
and other course instructors. While the follow-up was voluntary, participants showed a high interest in continuing this conversation,
indicating that they would like to learn more about scaffolding, and how this method can be practically applied within their own
instruction. A date for the follow-up session is still to be determined, but this event may be offered again in the future if it is well
received.
In addition to this follow-up activity, we are interested in offering the original scaffolding workshop to graduate students
who are teaching. Because this group may have less experience in providing instruction, learning about the scaffolding model may
be of particular interest, demonstrating a strategy that is unfamiliar, and potentially suitable within their own practice.
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